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​Chapter One – Mellie
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“The Circle protects you from evil.”

(The Circle’s Book of Truth – Rule Nine)

“Evil doesn’t sleep, doesn’t rest, doesn’t forget.” 

Jeremiah uses his soothing voice despite the threatening reminder that evil surrounds us, ready to pound on us and test us. The Book of Truth—the only book I’m allowed to read—reminds us that the Circle will be there for us. The Circle is made of love and understanding. The Circle waits for us. We will join them as soon as Master Abram believes us to be ready. We will be cared for and saved.  

Jeremiah is much taller than me and not as skinny, but he’s almost graceful as he slides next to me. So close that our shoulders touch. 

“Evil doesn’t sleep, doesn’t rest, doesn’t forget,” he says again, and I know what the next step is. 

I repeat after him. “Evil doesn’t sleep, doesn’t rest, doesn’t forget.”

We use those words as a mantra, as a lullaby, as a goodnight prayer. 

“Master Abram talked to me. He warned me,” he whispers, as if Master Abram is listening to us, and gently turns my chin to him. His fingers are warm and smell like the basil he’s growing outside. His feverish eyes bore into mine. “They’re close. You know what you need to do.”

I nod and we stand. Jeremiah’s eyes dart from the small table standing in the middle of our only room to the door—like he’s expecting people to march through and tear us apart. Or maybe he’s worried Master Abram will storm in and shout at us like he often does. Last time, he yelled at Jeremiah for bringing me an old copy of Anne of Green Gables. I’d confessed to him it used to be my favorite book before being saved. Master Abram saw the book and slammed it on my face until my nose bled—forcing Jeremiah to watch. 

“Evil knows.” His hand touches my cheek quickly. A brief touch. My heart pounds. He’s right. Evil knows. He pulls me closer to him. My head barely reaches his shoulder. His shirt smells clean and fresh, in contrast with the filthy blouse he brought me last week. “Evil finds ways to test us.” His mouth is close to my ear. 

He moves the old reddish carpet to the side and pulls the latch in the wooden floor right by the small table, revealing the place I’ve called home for several months. 

“I won’t let them kill you.” His promise calms my erratic heart, but I still shiver. This place holds my darkest secrets. What I’ve done can never be undone.

“I know,” I whisper back. Inch by inch, I slide down until my feet touch the uneven floor: a mix of dirt and gravel. It’s too small for me to stand. I can barely sit without scraping my head against the ceiling. I lie down. The ground is hard against my back. Panic sends sweat running down my spine, and my fingers dig into the dirt. I force myself to pull air in, to push it out. 

The musty smell used to make me gag. I’m used to it now.

I can do this. 

His hand touches my forehead. “You trust me.” It’s not a question. He hands me a knife that I set beside me. My fingers brush the scar on my right wrist. A reminder that fighting Master Abram was stupid. 

Jeremiah saved me from the world, from Master Abram and from myself. 

The first days and my fear of him are long gone. 

“What about her?” I croak. My mind fills with images of my sister dying. She needs to be saved too...before it’s too late. Like it is for my parents. Master Abram told me over and over again they are beyond redemption. Even though they don’t care about me like I thought did, I still sometimes miss them too.

“I promised you.  I always keep my promises.” He smiles his usual reassuring smile—even though Master Abram told him he needed to be harder on me. His eyes linger on me for a few seconds. They linger on my chapped and lying lips, on my reddening cheeks, on my terrified and yet hopeful gaze. They linger as if he’s burning every feature of my face into his memory.

He gives me an encouraging nod.

And then he lowers the door. The latch clicks.

Darkness surrounds me.

I inhale deeply and then do the one thing that almost always calms me down. I sing the song he taught me years ago, the song we sometimes sing together, the song that reminds me I’m part of something so much more significant. 

We were lost

But then the Circle found us

We were lost 

But then the Circle saved us.
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Chapter Two -Tessa
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My sister Melanie disappeared six years, two weeks, and three days ago. 

Last week was her nineteenth birthday, and our mobile home is still decorated with purple and pink balloons. Mom had gotten carrot cake at the store, and we sang “Happy Birthday” to an empty chair. Mom hasn’t given up hope that we’re going to find her alive. Her hope propels her forward. Every breath she takes is for Melanie.

That’s what she told Dad, right before he left three years ago. “You need to get help,” Dad replied then hugged me tightly, whispering in my ear, “You can come with me.”

“I can’t,” I whispered back, tears tracking down my face. Dad cleared his throat several times as if he was fighting to keep control of his own emotions. I’ll always remember the look on his face. Stricken and resigned.

Mom pops her head into my tiny bedroom. “Tessa, I’m going to work.”  Her voice has the raspy tone of too many cigarettes. She quit ten times in the past six years. 

I’ve never smoked—it would be bad for my vocal cords, and I need them to perform as well as possible. 

“How late are you working today?” I ask. Her shifts change often. Sometimes because she decides at the last minute she needs to go home. Sometimes, she realizes we really need more money. 

“I’m scheduled until two, but I’m going to try to grab a late evening shift.” She runs her fingers through her ponytail. Her hair—red, like mine—is curly and still a bit wet from her shower. The circles under her light brown, sometimes almost green, eyes seem deeper than yesterday. She probably spent another night talking to Miss Irma—the psychic of the stars and overall scam artist.  The dark blue jeans that used to hug her curves hang on her. Her green shirt is wrinkled, but no one will see it under her uniform.

The grocery store is the only job she’s managed to keep and only because they’re flexible with her hours. Her eyes dart to the other side of the room, but they don’t linger. If she gets lost in looking at Mellie’s pictures, she’ll never get to work. “I’ll grab breakfast on my way out.” 

She doesn’t ask what I’ll eat. 

She doesn’t ask me about my important rehearsal today.

She doesn’t ask me anything.

Instead, she twists her hands the way she does when she craves a cigarette and attempts a smile. “Don’t forget to take Buster out before you go to school.” 

Our beagle mix struts into my bedroom and jumps on my bed, wagging his brown and white tail. His full name is Buster Pipa of Gavert City, but I don’t use his full name often. And I haven’t used his second name in a very long time. Pipa pipa is a star-fingered frog. One afternoon, Dad and I were watching TV when a documentary on amphibians came on. Buster was mesmerized by the frogs on the screen, and when that particular frog came on, he wagged his tail and barked his happy bark—like he was trying to talk to the frog. Dad and I laughed and laughed and laughed. 

I haven’t laughed like this in so long and I haven’t called him Pipa in forever. The last time was around the time when Mom forgot she had locked him in my bedroom, and he had a little accident on my clothes. The weekend after, he was running outside, saw a frog, but instead of wagging his tail, he ran away from it like it was the scariest thing ever.

“Buster,” I whisper with a smile and bring him closer to me for a cuddle, but he has other ideas and tries to slobber all over my face. I giggle at the way he tilts his head to the side when I push him away. It’s his I-don’t-understand-I’m-so-cute tilt.

“Look.”  I turn, knowing Buster can get a smile out of her, but she’s already gone.

I should be used to it. 

But like her, I’m a sucker for hope. 

Buster stretches, and I rub his belly before standing and crossing the three steps to the other side of my room. Our mobile home is so much smaller than our old house. Dad chips in as much as he can, but psychics and charlatans are expensive.

I inhale deeply, get a pair of boyfriend jeans, and a black tank top from the small, overcrowded closet that holds both my and Melanie’s clothes: her old ones and the few outfits Mom buys for her every year, in case she comes back. The room smells like her too, her bubblegum perfume. Mom keeps a supply of it in the bathroom closet and sprays it on Melanie’s pillow every day.

Like every morning, I plop myself on her bed. Buster jumps next to me and lays his head on my lap. His big brown eyes are full of sorrows. Do they mimic mine?

I run my hand over the bright purple comforter Melanie convinced my parents she had to have. 

“Luke and I studied until late at the library last night.” I imagine Mellie smiling, teasing me about him being my first kiss ever. “Luke’s starting work at The Flying Pig tomorrow. I have to train him, show him how everything works. That means spending even more time with him.” 

My eyes find the pictures from that summer on her wall. Luke and I grin at each other. It was his first summer at his uncle’s and we became fast friends. We were ten years old and we were always thinking about ways to annoy our sisters. That day, we were about to put a frog in his sister’s shirt. When he left without saying goodbye, I cried for hours. He had promised to send letters, and I never got any. I sent three to the address I had, but they all came back. Almost seven years later, he’s back in Gavert City, back in my life, back in my heart.

In the next picture, Mellie’s smile is bright and she has her arm around me. Both of our shirts are pink with the words Sisters forever. 

My throat tightens, but I keep on talking. “I wonder if we’ll ever be more than friends. Or even true friends again. We both hold back. When we were ten, he wanted to be a magician. Now he wants to be a social worker, but when I asked him why, he closed up. As always.”  I stare at another picture of Mellie: singing with a concentrated frown on her face. “I miss you,” I whisper. My heart squeezes and I blink rapidly. I stand and roll my head from one side to the other, calming down. 

I always miss Mellie, but sometimes it’s like that wave you don’t expect when you’re in the ocean. It rolls around you and brings you down, making it impossible to breathe. 

Buster whines and bumps his nose into my legs. I bring my fingers to my lips and touch Melanie’s pillow. “I have to go. I’m rehearsing and then meeting with Mrs. Reymer. She’s going to tell me if I made it to the final three for the junior scholarship.” I close my eyes, trying to remember my sister’s voice. We used to sing together. Mom plays old videos of us, putting up shows for her and Dad every week. Mellie’s singing was even better than mine, but she wanted to be an astronaut. She wanted to swim with the stars. Some nights, we’d go on a roof and sing to the stars. 

I take a deep breath, forcing myself to get up. I can’t be late. Not today. “I love you.” 

One of the pink balloons from Mellie’s birthday party limps on the floor. I pick it up but instead of throwing it in the trash, I open one of our messy drawers in the kitchen and gently put it inside. Buster’s wagging his tail. I grab the leash and his harness and together, we head outside. It’s so early that the sun isn’t out yet, and the air smells like a mix of coffee and grass in the morning dew. I walk faster, not wanting to remember the day Mellie disappeared. The air smelled the same. 

Luckily, Buster is pretty quick in the morning. 

“Do you want a treat?” 

He can barely sit long enough for me to take a treat out of the ziplock bag I always carry with me during our walks. I hurry back inside, grateful Mom left me some coffee, and grab an oatmeal bar and pack the turkey sandwich I made last night with a pouch of apple juice. 

In front of the mirror, I hesitate for a second: my mascara is a must, but should I add a touch of eyeliner? 

There’s no point. 

Dating isn’t part of the plan. The one guy I could fall for isn’t looking at me in that way and my track record has been shitty, to say the least. 

My one and only steady boyfriend—Connor—left me when Mom asked him if he would participate in a séance with one of her psychics, right after we moved into the trailer. That was one hell of a shitty week. And then there’s Kenneth. Kenneth and his lies. Kenneth and his stupid bet with his stupid friends. I’m not sure why he’s so keen on bringing me down. I beat him at a spelling bee contest his dad had told everyone he would win years ago, and Connor beat his swimming record while we were dating. In his mind, that must have meant he needed to get back at me, making me believe in a fairy-tale evening.

Asshole. And definitely not worth getting angry over. I take a deep breath, give a snuggle to Buster, and triple check I’ve locked every window and every door before heading out.

The heat is already heavy for early spring, even for Texas.

“On your way to school, Tessita?” Mrs. Fernandéz calls from her trailer across from ours. Her gray hair is up in a chignon, and she’s wearing a long blue dress with a light robe on top of it. She’s always up at the crack of dawn. Her back’s been bothering her, and the next chiropractor is over an hour away. She’s got an appointment next week. 

“Yes. My former choir teacher has been helping with a song I can present for a scholarship.”’

“Oh, that’s right. The junior scholarship, right?”

She remembers more than Mom. 

“That’s the one.”

Mrs. Fernandéz’s been one of my best friends since we moved to this trailer park. She’s in her eighties and has no family of her own. She’s the adopted grandmother of Diego—a friend from school who works with me at The Flying Pig. She used to watch him when his mom was working late. They go to the same church and his mom’s been begging her to move in with them. 

“I’m working tonight at the gas station, but if you need anything, I can bring it to you after school.” 

“I’m okay. Thank you. But you have a good day. And don’t worry about Buster—I’ll go get him so he’s not alone all day.”

“Thank you so much!” I reply, with a smile I don’t have to force. She always takes care of Buster, knowing we can’t afford to have someone walk him during the day.

“He keeps me company too. Say hi to Diego and tell him to stop worrying. And you be young for me, okay?” Mrs. Fernandéz asks like she always does.

I nod and wave as I hop into my old Honda. My eyes scan the fields behind our trailer. It’s not far from our old home, but if Mellie were alive, would she know where to find us? Would she be mad at me? Would she forgive me for hiding when she got dragged into the car?

I shake my head in a failed attempt to clear my overcrowded mind.

I can’t go down that path. I need to work, save more money, get that scholarship. Without it, I’m not sure my college fund will be enough for school.

I can’t stand there wondering what could have been.

I can’t change the past.

If I could, I’d turn back time and save my sister. 
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Chapter Three –Luke
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Sweat trickles down my forehead. I punch the bag harder and harder, but I’m still way too keyed up. 

I woke up screaming from nightmares. Nightmares I thought were long gone. Nightmares I want to forget. Nightmares that resemble memories. 

One more punch. 

Another one.

But the images don’t disappear. 

My uncle marches into the room already in his sheriff uniform, one eyebrow raised but doesn’t comment on my early workout. 

It used to be his office, but one day I came back from school, and he simply told me to get my shit together. 

He grunted when I thanked him. 

“Did you finish your pre-calculus homework?” He sounds pissed, but he always sounds pissed. And I do give him reasons to be mad. Last week, one of his officers pulled me over and almost gave me a speeding ticket. Two weeks ago, a girl I made out with plastered pictures of me across the town with the word Asshole. And three weeks ago, the principal called him in to tell him I needed to work on my attitude. 

He stops the punching bag. “I asked you a question.”

“I did,” I huff out. It took me forever to get through those sheets our teacher gave us, but I did. Thanks to Tessa’s help.

“Don’t be late for school,” he reminds me and then leaves without waiting for a reply.

Typical. 

“I’m never late for school,” I mutter to myself before hurrying to get ready. I boxed longer than I thought. I resist the urge to rush after my uncle to ask him yet again if he heard from the Feds. 

If he had, he’d tell me. 

Instead, I manage to find some clean clothes and take a quick shower. 

My attitude may suck, but school’s important. My older sister Lacey wanted to become a teacher. 

Lacey. 

I shake my head under the water. 

My nightmares. 

I take a deep breath, but my thoughts cling to me like my shirt to my skin after working out. Pretend. I have to pretend everything is fine.

Tessa will be at school. She always has a calming effect on me. She’s focused on her shit, getting things done. She reminds me of an easier past and of my goals, at least the ones she knows about: get a part-time job, graduate, and get a scholarship.

Another reason I need to forget how much I wish I could feel her lips on mine. Jeopardizing our fragile friendship for a make-out session or more is not worth it. She’s not the one I’ll kiss as a remedy against my nightmares. 

And I can’t pull her into my shit. It wouldn’t be fair to her, and anyway, I’m not allowed to. I may not listen to my uncle all the time, but he would freak if I told her about my past. And he’d be right.

I change into my regular outfit: a pair of well-worn jeans and a dark shirt. 

My eyes catch my reflection in the mirror. 

If Mom were here, she’d tell me she sees a storm brewing on my face.

She’d be right. 

I slam the bathroom door.
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Chapter Four - Tessa
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There’s nothing much happening at the school so early. A few clubs and teams are meeting, but most students will get there in an hour. My feet resonate in the empty hallways. A poster for the next choir concert hangs on one of the walls. I don’t stop in front of it. My last performance with the choir was at one football game in the fall. 

I still remember standing in front of the crowd. The slight wind on my face as the music started. My total surrender to the moment.

Luke helped me de-stress right before I stepped inside the field. Encouraging me. I’m not even sure he remembers.

I enter one of the smaller choir rooms and the smell of wood and the memories tighten my throat. I force myself to drink a bit of water. The room isn’t huge—not like the auditorium where the choir meets, where some of the performances take place. The awards on the wall remind me I used to be part of something big in this school. 

Missing choir because of work is not an excusable absence, so I had to quit. 

My singing the National Anthem at the football game was my goodbye performance.

I warm up for a few minutes. Starting with a single held “ah”, I change the vowel sound to “oh,” moving only my lips. Then I switch it up by changing the vowel to “eh” and “ee,” moving my tongue only.  I do a few other exercises and then practice “Hard Times Come Again No More.” 

Let us pause in life's pleasures and count its many tears,

While we all sup sorrow with the poor;

There's a song that will linger forever in our ears;

Oh! Hard times come again no more.

I focus on the words, on the sound, but I can’t force the scholarship out of my mind. The university is close enough that I could come back home every day. Mom wouldn’t have to be alone. My college fund is steadily growing, but it couldn’t pay for that program. It’s a new voice program that incorporates all types of music, including musicals, instead of the classical path often offered in voice programs. Music’s the only thing I’ve ever been really good at. If that doesn’t work, I have no clue what I’m going to study. I’m good at math and chemistry, but music has helped me through so much. 

When I sing, I don’t push the pain away. 

When I sing, I can be myself.

When I sing, all those feelings I keep buried so deep inside they’ve developed roots are set free.

The door opens and Mrs. Reymer enters. Her short dark hair frames her oval face. She doesn’t say a word, but leans against the wall, listening to me and nodding. Her nods are famous in the choir world. They’re rare and mean you really nailed it. My shoulders relax and I continue rehearsing. Once I’m done, she gestures for me to take a seat. “We need to talk.” Mrs. Reymer isn’t usually fidgety, but she shifts from one foot to another before plopping herself down in a chair next to me. 

“What’s going on?”

“Your grades have slipped, and you haven’t come to sing in over two weeks.”

“I got busy at work, picking up extra shifts in the morning, and I rehearse when I can: in the car, at home, during my breaks...” I can’t help the slight panicky tone in my voice, and I dig my fingers into my palms to calm down. 

“You’re not in the final three for the junior scholarship.” She drops the truth I saw coming a mile away, but still, it punches me full force in the chest. It was a long shot, more of a pity shot than a real shot, but I believed it could happen. 

“I’m not?” I repeat, and this time my voice doesn’t break. It doesn’t show anything. Force of habit. If I’m not singing, it’s much easier to hide my pain.  

“I’m sorry. I wanted to give you that chance. But your GPA is down, and it’s not only my decision. The school is very selective in whom they put forward. It’s very competitive.” She pauses, and her chin dips as if she doesn’t even believe what she’s about to say. “You can always apply to the music scholarship the university offers. It’s open to everybody. It’s not linked to the school, and the school isn’t choosing who to put forward.”

“The music scholarship asks for steady participation in a choir for the past two years before graduation, and I’m no longer in the choir.”

Her hand briefly touches my shoulder. Her head tilts the same way it always does when people feel sorry for you but aren’t quite sure how to help. 

I loathe that head tilt. 

“I’ll help you look for other opportunities. I’ll talk to Mr. Broons.” My guidance counselor is rooting for me too. They all are. And it feels like I’m letting everyone down. Not only myself.

“Thank you,” I whisper and head out before she can think of more encouraging words. My chest feels hollow and I don’t look where I’m going. 

And I bump into the last person I want to see: Kenneth. His cologne is too strong, but that’s pretty much half the male population at this school. It’s like they forget to take showers and believe cologne will solve all their body odor issues. His blond hair is in this disheveled artistic look as if he woke up like that, even though I know it takes him about forty minutes to get it exactly that way. He replaces the shower with artistic hairdos.

He flashes his famous dimple my way. A dimple I thought was only meant for me. “If you want a repeat of last year, all you have to do is tell me, and I’m right there for you.” He leans in toward me, and I purse my lips in an attempt to restrain myself from spitting in his face. “You and I could sneak out and meet at your place. Your mom’s at work, no?” His index finger tucks a strand of my hair back behind my ear.

“Do not touch me.” I grit my teeth.

He pulls his hand away with an innocent expression on his face, but instead of getting lost, he continues to follow me. I sigh loudly, but he doesn’t get the hint. I don’t want to deal with him. With any of this. 

“Get lost.” I don’t even look at him. He doesn’t stop. 

“It’s a free country and my locker is that way too, Tessie.”

“Don’t call me Tessie.” I hurry, but he keeps up with me. 

And my shitty day becomes even shittier.
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Chapter Five - Luke
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The parking lot at school is almost full, but the spot I usually take stands empty. One of the unknown perks of Gavert High: some spots are reserved. Never thought I’d pretend so well that mine would be one of those. 

I grab my books for the day and slide out of my car. I nod at Cora, who’s been asking me to go to a party with her tonight. Her tight top doesn’t leave much to the imagination, and I’m not complaining because the view is hot. She smiles at me, but instead of the sexy smile she’s probably attempting, her shoulders are slumped, and her eyes dart behind me. Her ex must be in the parking lot. “Hey, Cora,” I call her and she blushes. Her eyes focus on the tattoos on my arm. She doesn’t know what they hide. And we’re never going to get close enough for her to know. “I’ll be there tonight,” I whisper in her ear and this time her smile’s more self-assured. “I have to go,” I add before she says anything else. We’ll have fun tonight, but that’s it. I won’t hurt her, but I won’t be her hero either. 

I could never be a hero.

The hallways are full of posters about the spring dance and whatever else the school has going on. I stop in front of an announcement about the choir. Tessa used to be in the choir. She was terrific at that football game last semester. 

“Don’t forget to come see me after your last period,” Mr. Broons tells me as he walks toward the administrative offices, not waiting for my answer. Despite my sucky reputation, I’ve never missed class and never missed a meeting with him. He’s my guidance counselor and helping me to make sure I can graduate on time. 

Tessa’s locker is only a few feet away from mine. She went to rehearse this morning, and she might have heard about the junior scholarship. It’s funny how we can chat and eat lunch together and be friends without really talking about what we’re both hiding. We’ve tiptoed around it. She asked me where I’d been since that one summer, and I told her I didn’t want to talk about it. I asked her what happened the day Melanie disappeared, and she replied she didn’t want to talk about it. There’s this invisible barrier between us. A barrier I want to punch through, but I’m too fucking scared to even touch. 

My eyes search for her. 

I shouldn’t be so aware of her, of her way-too-rare laughs, of the way she tilts her head in class when she’s fighting against the urge to fall asleep. 

And she’s standing right there. Her back is turned to me, but her red hair falls on her shoulders. She fidgets from one foot to another. Kenneth stands next to her and leans toward her. She pushes him back, but he simply laughs. A laugh full of anger. And my hands clench into fists. 

I’ve heard the rumors and I’ve seen the pictures on that stupid website. That’s another thing Tessa doesn’t talk about. And any sense of calmness I usually feel when I’m close to her shatters in pieces. 

I’ve butted heads with him more than once since last year. He usually stays clear of me. But not today.

The adrenaline from my morning training still runs through my veins. 

“Why don’t you get lost, pretty boy?” I extend my arm above Tessa’s head on her locker.

She ducks under my arm. “I don’t need any help. Kenneth was going, right, Kenneth?”

Kenneth stares at me, crossing his arms on his chest. Not sure if that’s supposed to make him look more imposing. It doesn’t. He smirks. “Is that who you’re going for these days, Tessie? Bad boys with tattoos?” He tilts his chin up as if that look is supposed to make me shit in my pants, but he keeps on glancing back. Probably hoping for reinforcement. These types of guys are predictable. He reminds me of Darren—a guy at the teen home who barked all the time but never bit.

Tessa turns to me. She gently puts her hand on my chest and I stare at her fingers. Her touch soothes and burns me. “I got this,” she whispers in a calming tone, but her eyes are wide and her lips tremble.

If he’s the one who put this desperate look on her face, he will regret it. Kenneth circles around her to me, and it takes all the restraint I have to not hurt the guy. But he must not see how hard I’m trying to behave because he leans closer to me. “Was your sister a sister wife?” His words punch me in the stomach harder than any fists. What does he know? 

Tessa frowns, but I’m not sure she heard him. 

Kenneth laughs. A laugh without joy but full of self-congratulatory bullshit—as if the look on my face is rewarding enough. 

And the anger I was holding back breaks through my barriers. “Why don’t you give it a shot?” I push him as hard as I can, and he almost falls on his ass. A small crowd gathers around us, and Tessa steps toward me instead of to the side.

“Don’t do that. He’s not worth it.” She’s only looking at me, and there’s no fear in her eyes, no disgust, and no excitement. Just sadness and exhaustion. “Trust me, he’s not worth it,” she repeats and crosses her arms over her chest. Her friend Diego marches toward us while some of Kenneth’s buddies gather around him. 

Diego stands by my side without a word. He’s smaller than me, but he’s strong, and people don’t mess with him. 

The first bell rings, but nobody moves. They all hold their breath. Tessa throws her hands up in the air. “Kenneth, get lost.” She turns back to him. “You wouldn’t want me to spread rumors too...” She bends down and whispers in his ear. His mouth gapes open, and he steps back.

“Whatever, no one would believe you.”

“Hmmm...you never know.”

The second bell rings, and Mrs. Reymer marches toward our group. She points to Kenneth and to me. “You and you, go to the principal’s office.”

“It was...” Tessa attempts to explain, but Mrs. Reymer shakes her head. 

“Go to class, Tessa.” She claps her hands. “Everyone: go to class.” And her tone isn’t one to ignore. 

Tessa protests, but I step back to her. “I’ll see you later. Don’t worry.”

She shakes her head. “But that’s not fair.” 

Mrs. Reymer turns to Tessa. “I didn’t see you push anybody to the ground. You’re going to class.”

Tessa ducks past me again. “Kenneth was bothering me and wouldn’t listen to me when I asked him to stop.”

She stares at Kenneth, and she looks pissed but not surprised. “Thanks, Tessa. I’ll make sure the principal knows the circumstances, but fighting isn’t allowed.” She sighs. “Go to class,” she adds and her voice is gentler.

Tessa hesitates.

“Go, it’s okay,” I tell her. “You can’t be in detention, or you’ll miss work.”

She purses her lips, but she knows I’m right. She needs the money more than I do, and if she gets a week of detention, she might have to miss some shifts next week. Her shoulders slump, and she turns around, heading toward English class.

Kenneth and I glare at each other and follow Mrs. Reymer to the administrative offices. I keep my head high while Kenneth makes a desperate attempt to weasel his way out of it. “Please. I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. I was talking to Tessa, and he must be jealous or something.” I don’t even bother commenting. The way to the principal’s office shouldn’t be so familiar, but I’ve been here enough times. 

I remember the first day back at school: I squared my shoulders, put on my best I-don’t-give-a-fuck face, and marched in like I owned the place. No one knew that inside I was shaking, doubting everything, especially myself. 

School used to mean three hours a day after working in the fields. Lacey got beaten to a pulp for teaching us with forbidden books at night, for talking back., or disobeying.

She risked everything for her friends, and she always risked everything for Lila and me. 

That night, we waited for her for hours before slipping away in the darkness. 

“If I don’t make it, you still have to go. You have to leave. Promise me.” The circles under her eyes were deep. Her hands shook, but her voice was firm. “If you don’t leave, you know what’s going to happen.”

I rub the back of my neck, but the tension grows. Kenneth needs to stop talking, or I might not be able to keep quiet much longer. 

“I don’t want to hear your excuses. You both are coming to the principal’s office. She’s going to want to talk to your parents. And you, Luke, she’s going to call your uncle. This is a school, not a boxing ring. And we respect one another.”

Kenneth finally shuts up, but his face turns paler. “Fuck,” he mutters while I shrug. Uncle John won’t be happy, but this isn’t what worries me.

What worries me is Kenneth’s comment about Lacey. What does he know? 

What worries me is him spreading rumors about Lacey and maybe unknowingly impeding the investigation.

What worries me is the haunted look on Tessa’s face when she held me back. She usually hides the way she feels. She smiles one of her don’t-try-to-get-close smiles, but today she looked like she was desperate.

And I wish I could do something to really make her smile.
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Chapter Six – Tessa
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Luke didn’t get into too much trouble. Before chemistry, he told me he only got three days of detention. I let out a relieved sigh, and even though I wished we could have talked more, class got all our attention. 

I grab my sandwich and head to the library for lunch. I don’t want to deal with Kenneth, and I don’t want to answer Diego’s or Luke’s questions about the junior scholarship because it’s still too raw. And I need some peace and quiet to look for information on Lacey.

I’ve overheard Kenneth’s comment. Kenneth’s an ass. Yesterday. Today. And probably tomorrow.

He’d been leaving me alone for the past months, but it seems Luke sets him off. Ever since Luke and I started eating lunch together, Kenneth’s been looking at us like he wants to destroy whatever is going on. Luke and I don’t talk much during lunch. We chat about classes and then we sit in silence—unless Diego is with us. Today Kenneth was like a dog trying to establish dominance in a pack, but no matter his reasoning—if he has any—what he said hit Luke. Kenneth’s cousin works for the sheriff’s department. He must know something. Luke’s face when Kenneth mentioned Lacey changed from anger to fury tinged with fear. 

I eat my sandwich as quickly as possible and then settle at one of the computers that lines the main room. I’ve searched for Luke before. But I didn’t find anything. I type Lacey’s name, but there are way too many results to sort through. I almost narrow it down to “sister wife,” but my fingers hover over the keyboard. It almost feels like betrayal. 

“If you have any questions, you can ask me, you know.” Luke’s voice is close to my ear, and I jump up, shrieking. The assistant librarian, Mrs. Petita, shushes me with a frown. 

“Sorry,” I mouth.

“Can I really ask you, though?” I turn to him. His green eyes lock with mine, and my heart leaps. My heart always leaps when I’m so close to him. So close and yet so far, because I know the answer.

He pulls a chair next to me and lifts his mouth into a half-smile. One of those smiles that tells me everything I need to know. He still wouldn’t answer my questions. Not really. Because I’m not sure I would answer his questions either.  

“You can ask me,” he replies with a serious voice. But then Cora enters the library with some of her girlfriends. And he stands up. 

He wasn’t looking for me or checking up on me. He was getting ready for one of his famous hookups. 

My leaping heart skips a beat and tumbles to the ground, adding one more bruise to its collection. 

“Your girlfriend is there,” I mutter and wave at Cora. She’s
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